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This article is divided into three sections , the first introduces the concept 
of visualization drawings as an invention technique for writing students 
and describes various visualization exercises, with student examples in
cluded; the second part summarizes the findings ofan experimental study 
I conducted on teaching visualization to technical writing students; and 
the third section speculates about the advisability of teaching visualiza
tion to students in composition and creative writing courses at both the 
secondary and college level. 

Background 

The idea for studying visualization stems from my own use of free sketch
ing and diagrams as a prewriting invention strategy. I did not used to think 
ofit as a technique but more as a quirk or habit ofmy own. Then it occur
red to me that maybe if sketching ideas and diagramming helped me get 
started on a piece of writing, it might help students. 

I was able to give my idea direction after reading an article by Barton and 
Barton, entitled "Toward a Rhetoric of Visuals for a Computer Era" where 
the authors assert the need to move away from "behaviorist and 
theoretical" genre guidelines in teaching the use of graphics in technical 
writing ( 128 ). I was also influenced by Betty Edwards' book, Drawing on 
the Artist Within, A Guide to Innovation, Invention, Imagination, and 
Creativity. Edwards points out that language tends to describe idea genera
tion in visual terms. She noticed that when talking about their creative 
processes people tend to describe the fourth stage of creativity, or il
lumination, in terms of..vision, "All at once I saw the answer." Another 
term closely related to illumination is insight-and similar terms such as 
foresight, hindsight, clear-sightedness. We talk about seeing an idea in 
perspective, seeing in proportion, seeing the light, or getting an idea in focus. 
Edwards believes these common expressions suggest a definite link be
tween language and drawing (pp. 38-40). 

Because she is an art teacher, Edwards' interests are chiefly with the draw
ing itself. But because I am a writing teacher I wanted to investigate the 
teaching of sketching or non-artistic drawing-doodling-as a type ofvisual 
brainstorming preparatory to beginning a draft of a piece of writing. 
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So I started doing some research and discovered that I did not have a 
brand new idea. Storyboarding, currently a focus of interest in technical 
writing (Amend and Stoner 16-17), has been used by various writers for 
a long time. For years reading teachers and others who teach study skills 
have known about the concept of mapping, a combination verbal and pic
torial approach to outlining (Bragstad and Stompf 93-101). At least a 
decade ago some composition teachers started teaching clustering, a prac
tice of circling key ideas and arranging them spatially to represent their 
relationship to each other ( Rico and Claggett 40-41). And in his book Write 
to Learn Donald Murray presents idea trees and focus diagrams ( 43, 
98-99 ). All of these are various forms of what I have termed visualization 
prewriting strategies. 

DESCRIPTION OF VISUALIZATION EXERCISES 
USED IN THE EXPERIMENT 

The experiment which formed the basis of my study attempted to deter
mine the usefulness of training in visualization drawing to the technical 
writing student both as a means of invention (generation of material or 
information about which to write) and as a tool for organizing a document. 

I distinguish between graphics the writer uses a planning aid and those 
used as a communication aid by using the terms "writer-based" and 
"reader-based." Writer-based visuals can be rough sketches which are 
meaningful only to the writer, so the writer needs no special drawing abili
ty. The graphic-the picture, diagram, sketch or whatever-is not the 
focus. Producing the drawings is what is important because the sketching 
process can be conducive to understanding, interpretation, and even 
creativity . 

Subjects 

To conduct this examination of the effects of instruction in visualization 
techniques, I used my own students as subjects. Selection of sample sub
jects was as random as possible in that whoever signed up for two sec
tions ofmy undergraduate technical writing course was included, as long 
as he or she had met the course prerequisites of six credits of freshman
level composition. 

The two sections of technical writing were given the same writing 
assignments-five papers throughout the quarter at approximately two 
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week intervals. The experiment group received training in visualization 
drawing techniques, whereas the control group did not. The control group 
used only the prewriting techniques they brought with them to the course. 
Seven visualization drawings-including two graphic ideations, one map, 
two analog drawings, one sketch of a process, and one drawing of the 
students' own devising-were assigned to the experiment group. 

Description of Visualization Exercises 

Exercise 1: Students used graphic ideation to make notes for their resume 
and letter of application assignment. Based on suggestions from Robert 
McKim ( 115-117), these idea-sketches were writer-based-not intend
ed to communicate with an audience. The goal was to quickly sketch, us
ing a combination of drawing and writing, the key points to be included 
in the application letter and resume. These combination graphic and ver
bal notes represented a type of brainstorming. See Figure 1. 

Things That Make-Up the Many Aspects of Me! 

Figure 1: Student's graphic ideation for resume assignment. 



Exercise 2, Students made a "map" of the chapter on organization in the 
course textbook. Mapping is a technique of note-making which structures 
information in both word and picture form. Furthermore, it is an exer
cise in critical thinking which demands judgment, analysis, and decision 
making. Unlike the traditional blockform of outline, a map is constructed 
from the center of the page outward. By keeping words to a minimum 
and using symbols, sketches, and other graphic cues, the map is limited 
to one page for quick,. easy reference. Attention is paid to the organiza
tion of the material, with coordinate and subordinate relationships in
dicated, but there is no particular concern with neatness. The map is not 
intended for an audience, only for the mapmaker. Mapping is the visualiza
tion technique most often preferred by students I have surveyed. See 
Figure 2. 
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Figure 2: Student's map of text chapter on organization. 

Exercise 3, Students did an in-class drawing exercise based on Edwards' 
concept of analog drawing. This served as preparation for Exercise 4, 
which was a more in-depth analog drawing. Edwards explains that analog 
drawings draw out insights from within. Everyone has an inner life of the 
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mind, with thoughts and feelings which are difficult to express in ordinary 
language. The analog drawing exercises "dredge up that inner life of the 
mind by using an alternative, visual language ( drawings, in this case) to 
give it tangible form -in short, to make inner thought visible" (Edwards, 
66). 

Students made line drawings representing each of the following eight 
terms: 1. density, 2. resistance, 3. power, 4. human energy, 5. hostili
ty, 6. femininity, 7. success, 8. your choice. The drawings were done in 
pencil to allow for erasures. The only restrictions were that the line draw
ings represent what those terms meant to the drawer, and that they be 
nonmimetic. The drawings could not be pictures of something 
recognizable, or use conventional symbols, or be portraits. The drawings 
were analogs of each student's thoughts on each specified concept; 
therefore, the drawings made "subjective thought objective by giving it 
a visible form" (Edwards, 67). See Figure 3. 
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5. hostility 6. femininity 7. success 8. your choice 

Figure 3: Student's analog drawings . 

Exercise 4: With Exercise 3 as preparation, students were given a more 
in-depth analog drawing take-home assignment. Students were to first 
think of a problem (i.e., personal, social, or schoolwork related). Then 
without actually naming the problem or seeking to articulate it even to 
themselves, they were to make a line drawing which allowed them to "see" 
the problem in a visual, nonverbal form. As in the previous exercise, the 
goal of the activity was to bypass the normal censoring or inhibiting 
mechanisms associated with verbal language and draw out the inner 
thoughts and feelings. The analog drawings thus produced were visual 
representations or evidence of inner thought. 
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After finishing their drawings, students were directed to examine them 
and interpret their drawings themselves. Thus, the drawings served as 
a source of personal insight. On the back of their drawings the students 
wrote brief explanations or interpretations. See Figure 4. 

~~ 

=--. 
I .. 

\~ 

. I 
,, I 

\ 

·.\ 

'! 
I 
I 
i 
I 

Student's interpretation of her 
own drawing, "I feel like I am 
caught between people and 
things. Closer to the things I don't 
want and far away from the ones 
I do want and need." 

Figure 4: Student's in-depth analog drawing with self-interpretation. 

Exercise 5: This exercise was assigned as part of the prewriting for paper 
3, the mechanism description. The students were directed to use any one 
or a combination of the visualization techniques practiced so far, graphic 
ideation ( combined visual and ,erbal note-making), mapping, or analog 
drawing. Figure 5 is not a drawing of the actual mechanism the student 
chose to describe, but rather an idea sketch of what the assignment re
quired. 
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Figure 5: Student's visualization drawing for the mechanism paper. 

Exercise 6: As part of the pre writing and planning for the process paper 
assignment, students were directed to make drawings of the sequential 
steps in the process. These drawings were to be writer-based-not design
ed to illustrate the process for the reader. The actfoity of drawing itself 
required the students to think through the entire process and visualize 
its operation (as demonstrated by Hanks and Belliston 164-66, 170-73). 
Then examination of their own drawings helped the students plan the 
organization of their process explanation papers. As with the other 
visualization activities, the process drawings provided a means of pro
cessing information in a concrete, graphic, readable form-readable by 
the student writer, that is. Therefore, the students were working on their 
papers constructively, yet postponing the difficulties of written verbal ar
ticulation until their ideas and plans had time to develop. See Figure 6a. 
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Figure 6a: Student's drawing of the decision mal{ing process. The stu
dent commented, "Because the process is abstract, I chose to do an 
abstract visualization." 

Process visualization drawings can also easily be done on the computer, 
as illustrated by this drawing one ofmy students did using a graphics pro
gram for the Macintosh. See Figure 6b . 
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Figure 6b: Student's drawings of the six steps in fixing a flat bicycle tire. 

Exercise 7, One final visualization drawing was done by the experiment 
group and submitted with the final assignment, the post-test definition 
paper . The stud en ts were required to adapt one or more of the visualiza
tion techniques practiced during the quarter (mapping, idea sketching, 
analog drawings, or process drawings) or devise a visualization techni
que of their own. See Figure 7. 



Figure 7: Student's visualization for post-test essay (done before the sub
ject was chosen) . 

APPROPRIATENESS TO TECHNICAL WRITING 

Although visualization drawing could be used as tool of invention by any 
writer for just about any type of discourse, there are three reasons why 
it can serve the needs of technical writing students in particular. First, 
recent developments in computer technology are changing the nature of 
technical documents. Desk.top publishing software facilitates the integra
tion of text and visuals making it possible for the technical writer to become 
a technical illustrator as well. Furthermore, the movement toward increas
ed on-line documentation calls on the writer to create and select com
municative icons as well as consider the overall visual design. Visualization 
techniques can help teach the process approach to both graphic aids and 
visual design in general. 

Second, technical writing students often already have some experience 
with visuals. Some of them have already discovered the creative 
possibilities of drawing; they have just not applied it to the writing pro
cess. Students in electrical engineering, for example, are experienced at 
making schematic drawings and quickly perceive an analogy with visualiza
tion drawings. 

And third, John Harris explains that "there is a constant need in scien
tific and technical fields to convey shape concepts" (55). Harris provides 
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numerous examples of how shape images are drawn from geometrics ( 0 
rings), human anatomy (pipe elbow), animal and plant anatomy (monkey 
wrench, decision tree), and other shapes in nature (wave, peak). Harris 
points out that such terms "are notjust analogs for expression, but also 
function as models for thought" (60). Given the abundance of shape con
cepts used in the fields of science and technology, it would seem that 
visualization of images is frequently necessary. Visualization drawing ex
ercises could be particularly useful to the writers who must select or coin 
new terms for shape concepts, terms which serve both as models for 
thought and analogs for expression. 

EXPERIMENTAL STUDY FINDINGS 

My study had two goals. One was to measure the effect of training and 
experience in various visualization drawing techniques on the quality of 
the technical writing student's written product. The other was to assess 
the students' attitudes toward the use of visualization drawing techniques 
in their composing. For purposes of evaluation, a series of pre- and post
tests and pre- and post-self evaluations was administered. Examination 
of the composing process did not lend itself to rigorous quantitative 
measurement. Consequently, the qualitative data and analysis were more 
informative than the quantitative. 

The purpose of this study was to test four hypotheses. Hypothesis 1, Train
ing and experience in the use of visualization drawing will lead to improved 
quality in the written product. Findings, Comparison of the pre- and post
test mean scores indicated that there had been no statistically significant 
improvement in the experiment group's product in comparison to the con
trol groups'. Hypothesis 2, Technical writing students will find visualiza
tion drawing useful for generating, developing, and organizing ideas to 
write about. Findings, Three-fourths of the students in the experiment 
groups said they did find the visualization exercises helpful. Hypothesis 
3, Students will favor visualization drawings which can be done quickly 
without painstaking attention to detail. Findings, Students tended to prefer 
the mapping technique, which, in fact, does take more time and atten
tion to detail than some of the other exercises. Hypothesis 4, Students 
will find visualization drawing useful primarily during the prewriting and 
planning subprocesses. Findings, Students did use visualization primari
ly as a prewriting strategy, but that is probably due to my method of 
presenting it. I suggested that they use it at other points in their writing 
processes, but did not require them to. 

Students' Comments 

Some responses indicated that the students had been hesitant at first 
about whether the drawing activities were necessary. One student said, 
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At first I thought it wasjust a waste of time. Now I realize that using the 
isualization process can aid in creative thinking." Other comments regar
ing the usefulness of visualization include the following. One student 
,rote, "I liked ideation a lot, (it was) useful as a means to stir creative 
1ices." Another student said, "The most useful application was for the 
,rocess paper. Just step by step drawing helped the most." A third stu
ent wrote, "I especially found useful the visualization technique ofmap
,ing. It can be used for any class or anything. It helps organize ideas in 
he way you want them organized." 

VISUALIZATION DRAWINGS FOR 
HOH-TECHNICAL WRITING STUDENTS 

lecause of the nature of visualization drawings-and other typei, of 
liagrams as well-they have the potential to be useful to students at both 
he secondary and college level for a variety of types of writing. Visualiza-
ion drawings do constitute a type of creative idea processing and hence 
night appeal to the creative writing student. A student who is writing a 
hort story, for example, could draw diagrams representing the relation
hips between characters as preparation for verbal presentation of those 
:haracter relationships. Or the creative writer might benefit from sket
:hing portraits of individual characters to help him or her "see" what the i 
:haracter looks like to facilitate verbal description of that character. Or 
he student who is engaged in critical analysis of another writer's fiction 
nay benefit from diagramming the plot or characterization of a work under 
ixamination prior to writing an analysis of it. 

,tudents writing poetry might be particularly drawn to the analog draw
ng exercises (see Figures 3 and 4) because it requires the writer/drawer 
.o bring feelings and ideas which are still in the embryonic stage up from 
.he subconscious and get them out where they can be looked at. 

\!though they were from a composition class rather than a creative writing 
;lass, some ofmy students made comments which suggest the applicabili
;y of analog drawing to creative writing. One student said, "Analog draw
ngs were interesting because I didn't know what connections I might 
nake." Another student said, "Analog drawings may not help me come 
1p with an idea; however, it can get me in the mood to write, or even 
to discover how I really feel about my topic." 

l also believe writer based drawings have a place in the composition 
classroom. Recently I taught visualization in a freshman composition 
course asjust another prewriting strategy, along with verbal brainstorm
ing, keeping an idea log or journal, and free writing. And in this context, 
where there was considerable emphasis on finding something to write 
about and getting ready to produce a draft, the students were very open 
to the drawing activities. 
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I surveyed the students in my composition class to find out their reac
tions to the visualization techniques we had worked with and to see if there 
was one which they tended to prefer. As a whole, the class responded 
well to writer based drawings. The technique most often mentioned was 
mapping (see Figure 2). One student said, "Mapping helped me realize 
what parts of my ideas were unnecessary, and I could see if I repeated 
any ideas." Another said, "Mapping was quick and easy, and I got a lot 
of ideas from it." 

With regard to the visualization exercises as a whole, several students 
made some interesting comments. One student said, "Visualization draw
ing is better than brainstorming because there's not the same time 
pressure and because it's not as formal or as connected with other things 
as regular outlines." Another said, "I learned that I need about three sheets 
of paper just to start my main idea." And my favorite comment, "Visualiza
tion is a good technique when you're bored; I find it's something I enjoy 
doing." 

Conclusion 

Based on analysis of information generated by my research, I believe that 
teaching the use of visualization drawing during the prewriting and plan
ning phases of the student's composing process constitutes a legitimate 
process approach. 

First of all, visualization exercises can stimulate creativity by requiring 
students to view their subject in a manner different from the usual way. 
Second, these exercises integrate both the visual and verbal cognitive 
dimensions for writers who stand to benefit because of the spatial orien
tation appropriate to the content expressed in some kinds of writing, 
technical writing in particular. Third, in bypassing (or at least postpon
ing) the restrictive verbal conventions, they offer a means of circumven
ting writer's block. Fourth, visualization drawings constitute a pedagogical 
application of process theory to the teaching of writing. Fifth, drawing 
writer-based visuals can serve as a preliminary phase in the production 
of reader-based visuals. Finally, a statistically significant number of 
students I surveyed said they found visualization useful in their writing 
processes. I'll conclude with a comment from a student who sums up my 
main point, "I know visualization is there in case I need it." I believe it 
is worthwhile to introduce students to visualization. 



List of Worl<.s Cited 

nend, R. H. and R. B. Stoner. "Production, Turning Ideas Into Pictures 
and Sound." Technical Communication 34( 198 7), 15-18. 

trton, Ben F. and Marthalee S. Barton. "Toward a Rhetoric of 
Visuals for a Computer Era." Technical Writing Teacher 12(1985), 
126-145. 

-agstad, Bernice J. and Sharyn M. Stumpf. A Guidebook.for Teaching 
Study Sk_ills and Motivation. Boston, Allyn, 1982. 

I wards, Betty. Drawing on the Artist Within, A Guide to Innovation, 
Invention, Imagination and Creativity. New York, Simon, 1986. 

mks, Kurt and Larry Belliston. Draw! A Visual Approach to Think.ing, 
Learning and Communicating. Los Altos, CA, Kaufman, 1977. 

1rris, John S. "Shape Imagery in Technical Terminology." Journal of 
Technical Writing and Communication 16( 1986), 55-61 . 

cKim, Robert H. Experiences in Visual Think.ing. Monterey, CA, 
Brooks, 1972. 

urray, Donald M. Write to Learn. Second ed. New York, Holt, 1987. 

co, Gabriele Lusser and Mary Frances Claggett. Balancing the 
Hemispheres, Brain Research and the Teaching of Writing. ERIC, 1980. 
ED 198 538. 

WRITING THE COLLEGE 
RECOMMENDATION LETTER 

(A PARTNERSHIP 
BETWEEN TEACHER AND STUDENT) 

by 
Gene Fox and Jim Holden 
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High school seniors, shopping around for teachers to write college recom
mendation letters for them, often select English teachers to praise their 
character and extol their good works. In most cases this is a wise deci
sion on their part, for English teachers have presumably been trained to 
write coherently; but we have all seen the sloppy and generalized letters 
produced by well-meaning but careless teachers of all subjects, including 
English. So how can we improve the quality of the recommendation let
ters we write for our students and save valuable time in the process? One 
method we have tried at Northfield High School is to require students to 
complete a one-page information sheet noting such things as English 
courses they have taken, their grades in these courses, job experiences, 
travel, co-curricular activities, and reasons for selecting a particular col
lege. Once the students complete the information sheet (simply titled "Col
lege Recommendation Information"), we schedule a conference with them 
to clarify information or to raise questions about any confusing responses. 
Though this procedure has merit for teachers of any subject, it is especially 
practical for teachers of advanced placement or college prep English 
courses, for they are most likely to be bombarded with requests for recom
mendation letters. 

One obvious advantage in securing this information from students is that 
it will save these beleaguered English teachers some time, particularly 
in the actual writing of the letter but also in at least two other ways. In
stead of searching the cumulative record files for information about com
munity involvement or co-curricular participation, teachers ask students 
to provide such information, and having this information in writing reduces 
the number of last minute phone calls we might have to make to ask clari
fying questions. 

Another important advantage of this tactic is that it puts some of the 
responsibility back where it belongs-on the students. Letters of recom
mendation are, after all, written on their behalf. Asking them to provide 
the information makes the students partners in the process and may also 
help them appreciate the effort it takes to write an effective letter. In ad
dition, the process of completing the form may assist them in assessing 
their strengths, weaknesses, and goals . 




